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Herodotus on Sacred Marriage and
Sacred Prostitution at Babylon
Eva Anagnostou‑Laoutides and Michael B. Charles
In this article, abbreviations follow the “Liste des périodiques” in L’Année philologique. Other
abbreviations are as per OCD 3. Translations of ancient texts are attributed to their respective
translator as they are used.
Introduction
1 The article examines two passages in Herodotus: a) his description of the ziggurat at
Babylon (1.181.5–182.1–2  and 1.199),  which has  been often quoted as  corroborating
evidence for the practice of “sacred marriages” in the ancient Near East;1 and b) his
description of the custom of Babylonian temple prostitution at 1.199, which locus has
generally  been interpreted  as  a  claim that  all Babylonian women were  required  to
prostitute themselves once in their life for religious purposes.2 Although Herodotus’
purported  ethnocentrism,  as  advanced  by  earlier  Herodotean  scholars,  has  been
seriously challenged in more recent scholarship,3 the aforementioned loci are still used
as evidence of Herodotus’ supposed inherent bias against what he allegedly imagined as
the culturally inferior peoples of the East, or at the very least, his uncritical reliance on
earlier  Greek  writers  espousing  such  viewpoints.4 Thus,  in  line  with  recent  more
nuanced readings of the Histories, it is possible to argue that, with respect to the two loci
of interest to us, Herodotus did not wish to criticize the Babylonians — or Near Eastern
peoples in general for that matter — on an ethnic basis, but rather was trying to make a
general  comment  about  the  extremes  of  human  nature  and  religious  superstition.
Moreover, the alleged Greek bias against the Babylonians as one of the oriental peoples
supposedly  lacking  the  cultural  sophistication  of  the  Greeks  seems  to  have  been
imposed on Herodotus’ text by later authors writing under the Roman Empire, such as
Strabo  and  Curtius  Rufus  (discussed  below,  p. 18–20).  Their  views  were  further
privileged  and  propagated  by  modern  scholars  of  the  nineteenth  and  twentieth
centuries, who had in mind Aristotle’s explicit bias against oriental peoples,5 and who
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read Herodotus’ work through a distinctly colonial lens. It is important to note that our
observations are limited to the topics of “sacred marriage” and “sacred prostitution”
and  therefore,  we  do  not  wish  to  deny  Herodotus’  cultural  bias  in  the  Histories in
general  — in our view, each Herodotean narrative suspected of  bias deserves to be
examined in its own right.
2 The  “sacred  marriage”  ritual,6 staged  by  Near  Eastern  kings  since  the  time  of  the
Sumerians as a means of establishing their rule or re-affirming divine patronage, has
been often perceived as a primitive way of worshipping the divine and, accordingly, as
symptomatic of the lack of sophistication of the early societies that celebrated it.7 The
surviving  royal  hymns  and  inscriptions  reporting  the  ritual  refer  in  very  explicit
language to  the passionate sexual  affair  between the king and the goddess  Inanna,
which was modeled on the affair of the goddess with her divine consort Dumuzi.8 In the
ritual re-enactment of this affair, the king played the role of Dumuzi, and the priestess
that of the goddess — hence they were allegedly expected to have actual rather than
merely symbolic  sexual  relations during the ceremony.9 In this  vein,  Smith defined
“sacred marriages” as “sexual relations between humans as a ritual imitation of sexual
relations on the divine plane, designed to promote fertility, or symbolic representation
or evocation of these sexual relations.”10 Indeed, the ritual was part of the annual re-
establishment of the cosmic order during the New Year Festival, for which the king was
responsible.  The  “sacred  marriage”  demonstrated  the  king’s  exclusive  privilege  to
modulate  the  fertility  of  the  goddess  and  therefore  maintain  the  cosmic  balance.
Although, by the first millennium, the king and priestess were probably replaced by
cultic statues,11 the use of sexual ecstasy as a valid means of communicating with the
god was  never  eradicated  from ancient  Near  Eastern  societies,  which  continued  to
celebrate “sacred marriages” in various forms, especially at times of crisis.
3 Herodotus, who related the customs of the Babylonians in the first book of the Histories,
published around 425 BCE, was aware of this and described two incidents referring to
“sacred  marriage.”  However,  unlike  earlier  attempts,  such  as those  of  Cooper  and
Lapinkivi, to explain the “sacred marriage” literally,12 i.e., as a symptom of humanity’s
attempts  to  communicate  with  the  divine,  we  argue  that  the  meaning  of  “sacred
marriage”  was  likely  metaphorical  from  the  beginning,  and  that  Herodotus  was
perfectly aware of it — as was Xenophon, who wrote one generation after Herodotus
(see various passages in Oeconomicus discussed below, p. 15–17). After all, the Greeks did
celebrate similar theogamia between Zeus and Hera, as well as between Dionysus and
Ariadne, his Cretan bride, with these theogamia typically being enacted in some form by
the priest and/or priestess of these deities.13 Since, in all probability, actual intercourse
was not involved in any of the celebrations of “sacred marriage,” Herodotus did not
mention it as a sign of Babylonian moral decline, as later writers such as Diodorus and
Strabo understood it to be; rather, he regarded the described practices as an extreme
example of religious naïveté, especially on the part of those believing that divine will
can  be  readily  harnessed  to  attend  to  human  hopes  and  desires.  Nevertheless,
Herodotus’  alleged cultural  bias  against  the  Babylonians,  promoted by later  Roman
historians who claim or imply that  Herodotus was their  source both for what they
report, and their interpretation of the material, has had a longstanding influence on
the way in which modern scholars have appreciated the ritual of “sacred marriage” and
its potential connection to “sacred prostitution.”
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4 In fact, as we shall see, modern scholars commonly associated Herodotus’ description
(1.199)  of  the  “sacred  marriage”  ritual  with  his  reference  to  “sacred  or  cultic
prostitution” performed at the temple of the Assyrian goddess Mylitta. Although both
descriptions fall under the customs of the Babylonians described in Book I, Herodotus
himself  does  not  encourage  their  fusion,  which  nevertheless  lingers  in  modern
scholarship. Saggs, for example, who wrote a popular treatment of Babylonian culture,
argued that “the third millennium royal ritual concerning sacred marriage of a god and
goddess had by the first millennium degenerated into the practice of lower grades of
priestess offering themselves to strangers.”14 However, a close reading of the text in
question will reveal that Herodotus was not shocked by the practice of prostitution per
se,  for  the  Babylonians  were  hardly  different  from  the  Greeks  or  other  ancient
Mediterranean  or  Near  Eastern  peoples  in  their  approach  to  it.  Rather,  he  was
astounded by the presumption of  respectable,  freeborn wives  that a goddess’  favor
could be sought by participating in such activities. Of course, our argument does not
refute the existence of “sacred prostitution” in antiquity overall, but we are keen to
cast doubt on the use of Herodotus’ 1.199 as unequivocal evidence for this practice by
pointing out how the Roman historians’ readings of the passage have influenced our
interpretation of the Greek text.
 
Sacred Marriage
5 Herodotus’  much-quoted  text  on  “sacred  marriage”  refers  to  a  male  god,  here
compared to Ammon Zeus, wishing to sleep with a mortal. Given that the Babylonian
Marduk was identified with Zeus, it makes sense to understand the god in the text as
the Babylonian Bel Marduk (Lord Marduk).15 It is worth citing the passage verbatim:16
ἐν  δὲ  τῷ  τελευταίῳ  πύργῳ 17 νηὸς  ἔπεστι  μέγας·  ἐν  δὲ τῷ  νηῷ  κλίνη  μεγάλη
κέεται  εὖ  ἐστρωμένη,  καὶ  οἱ  τράπεζα  παρακέεται  χρυσέη.  ἄγαλμα  δὲ  οὐκ  ἔνι
οὐδὲν  αὐτόθι  ἐνιδρυμένον,  οὐδὲ  νύκτα  οὐδεὶς  ἐναυλίζεται  ἀνθρώπων  ὅτι  μὴ
γυνὴ  μούνη  τῶν  ἐπιχωρίων,  τὴν  ἂν  ὁ  θεὸς  ἕληται  ἐκ  πασέων,  ὡς  λέγουσι  οἱ
Χαλδαῖοι  ἐόντες  ἱρέες  τούτου  τοῦ  θεοῦ.  φασὶ  δὲ  οἱ  αὐτοὶ  οὗτοι,  ἐμοὶ  μὲν  οὐ
πιστὰ λέγοντες, τὸν θεὸν αὐτὸν φοιτᾶν18 τε ἐς τὸν νηὸν καὶ ἀμπαύεσθαι ἐπὶ τῆς
κλίνης, κατά περ ἐν Θήβῃσι τῇσι Αἰγυπτίῃσι κατὰ τὸν αὐτὸν τρόπον, ὡς λέγουσι
οἱ  Αἰγύπτιοι·  καὶ  γὰρ  δὴ  ἐκεῖθι  κοιμᾶται  ἐν  τῷ  τοῦ  Διὸς  τοῦ  Θηβαιέος  γυνή,
ἀμφότεραι δὲ αὗται λέγονται ἀνδρῶν οὐδαμῶν ἐς ὁμιλίην φοιτᾶν· καὶ κατά περ
ἐν  Πατάροισι  τῆς  Λυκίης  ἡ  πρόμαντις  τοῦ  θεοῦ, ἐπεὰν  γένηται·  οὐ  γὰρ  ὦν  αἰεί
ἐστι  χρηστήριον  αὐτόθι·  ἐπεὰν  δὲ  γένηται  τότε  ὦν  συγκατακληίεται  τὰς  νύκτας
ἔσω ἐν τῷ νηῷ. 
And in the last tower there is a large cell and in that cell there is a large bed, well
covered, and a golden table is placed near it. And there is no image set up there nor
does any human being spend the night there except only one woman of the natives
of  the  place,  whomsoever  the  god  shall  choose  from  all  the  women,  as  the
Chaldaeans say who are the priests of this god. These same men also say, but I do
not believe them, that the god himself comes often to the cell and rests upon the
bed,  just  as  it  happens  in  the  Egyptian  Thebes  according  to  the  report  of  the
Egyptians, for there also a woman sleeps in the temple of the Theban Zeus (and
both these women are said to abstain from contact with men), and as happens also
with the prophetess of the god in Patara in Lycia, whenever there is one, for there is
not always an oracle there, but whenever there is one, then she is shut up during
the nights in the temple within the cell).
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6 Herodotus concedes that the god “chooses” the woman (ἕληται) and that he “rests”
upon the bed (ἀμπαύεσθαι ἐπὶ τῆς κλίνης), thereby implying that the god sleeps with
the priestess. But the text lacks the explicit vocabulary that would allow us to assume
with confidence that a sexual relationship was meant to take place here, unlike the few
occasions where the verb is used with clear sexual connotations.19 In fact,  what the
priests  most probably say here,  using the figurative language that servants of  gods
typically employed,20 is that the god visits the woman and inspires her while asleep
with one of his oracles. The phenomenon was apparently known, as Herodotus stresses,
in Egyptian Thebes and Lycia. It could, therefore, be argued that the practice refers to
cases  of  incubation in  search of  the  divine will,  a  practice  popular  throughout  the
ancient  Near  East.21 In  fact,  it  was  generally  believed  that  divine  dreams  could  be
precipitated by sleeping at the temple of the god,22 a notion familiar to the Greeks of
the  Hellenistic  period,  who  similarly  believed  in  therapeutic  incubation.  This  was
especially so in connection with the cult  of  Asclepius, as attested by Pausanias and
Strabo.23 Diodorus  also  mentions  this  form  of  incubation  in  connection  with  the
Egyptian Isis.24
7 In  the  tradition  of  the  ancient  Near  East,  such  dreams  often  had  a  connection  to
legitimizing the king’s rule, and were attested from the earliest times.25 For example,
Gudea of Lagash (ca. 2144–2124 BCE) explained on his famous cylinder how he sought a
dream  from  the  god  Ningiršu,  which  he  then  related  to  his  mother,  a  dream
interpreter, for further analysis.26 Often, the dreams resulted in requests from the gods
for bigger, better temples that the king ought to build for them. From the time of Gudea
to the time of Tukulti-Ninurta I (1244–1208 BCE), building temples was a sign of divine
favor and a way of securing the king’s immortality.27 In one case, the goddess Ištar sent
a message, in the form of a dream, to the Assyrian king Aššurbanipal (685–627 BCE)
through a professional dream interpreter, who was then to pass it on to the king. The
dream occurs during the war against Elam, and was presumably received in the temple
of  the  goddess.  While  Aššurbanipal  prays,  obviously  awake,  and  indeed  receives
comforting words from the goddess herself, the goddess also sends a dream to a šabrû
(a male dream interpreter),  with specific instructions concerning what Aššurbanipal
should  do.  Since  message  dreams  can  be  used  to  justify  political  actions,  Butler
interprets  them  as  “propaganda.”28 For  example,  the  dream  of  Gudea  explains  the
motivation  behind  building  a  temple  (Gudea  Cylinder A).  Having  received  an
unsolicited dream from the god Ningiršu, Gudea, seeking further help, offers bread and
water to the goddess Gatumdug. He then sets up a bed next to her statue and sleeps
there, but not before praying to Gatumdug for a sign and calling on the goddess Nanše,
the interpreter of dreams, to interpret it for him. All the dreams relate to the building
of the temple. The Hittites had a similar practice, with the receiver of the dream being
either the king himself, or a prophet or priestess.29 One might well recall the case of
Nabonidus  (556–539 BCE),  mentioned  briefly  in  the  Histories as  Labynetus, 30 who
interpreted a lunar eclipse on the thirteenth of the month Elul as a celestial sign that
the Moon-god “desired” a priestess, understood to be the god’s “mistress” (īrišu enta).31
8 The question to be asked, here, is whether the ancient Greeks, including Herodotus,
understood  these  reports  to  imply  actual sexual  activity  between  the  god  and  the
priestess. Herodotus’ description seems to be quite close to the figurative speech found
in cuneiform sources, such as the clay cylinder of Nabonidus, reportedly from Ur.32 In
addition,  Herodotus  does  not  seem  to  comment  specifically  on  the  nature  of  the
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relationship  between  the  god  and  his  chosen  priestess,  probably  because  he
appreciated the allegorical language of the priests.33 What he doubts, though, is that
any actual epiphany took place in this instance,  or even whether divine epiphanies
could be achieved at all by this means.34 Hence, Herodotus’ objection does not relate to
the  “sacred  marriage”  ceremony.  Instead,  it  relates  to  the  rite’s  effectiveness  as  a
means of communicating with the divine. Such a reading is compatible with recent
evaluations of Herodotus and his employment of religion as a way of explaining the
downfall of powerful rulers — it is not the god who is at fault, of course, but the mortal
worshippers who fail to interpret the signs correctly.35
9 Of  particular  interest  to  us is  that  a  number  of  texts  accuse  Nabonidus  of  cultic
innovations  that  had  not  been  demanded  by  the  gods  at  all.36 Indeed,  Nabonidus’
religious piety had already been systematically exaggerated in the autobiography of his
mother,  Adad-guppi,  as  a  way  of  legitimizing  her  son’s  claim  to  power.  The  god’s
“desire” for a priestess, who was in fact Nabonidus’ daughter, should be understood in
the same light, as is argued by Melville.37 Obviously, then, in the first millennium BCE,
the need for “sacred marriages” as a means of communicating with the divine did not
wane. Much later, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Seleucid king of Syria, is said to have
enthusiastically celebrated a number of “sacred marriages” across his kingdom.38 Thus,
Antiochus was able to pose as restorer of ancient pre-Hellenistic practices and defend
his legitimacy as ruler of all the areas under his sway. When one takes into account the
considerable  challenges  that  Antiochus  faced  in  establishing  his  rule,39 it  is  little
wonder that he resorted to reviving Near Eastern rites to emphasize his legitimacy. As
Pongratz-Leisten  argues,  “marriage  between  mortal  king  and  goddess  finds  direct
Babylonian precedents and appears to cement the Seleukid king firmly within a Semitic
religious context.”40
10 The ideology of the “sacred marriage,” as it survived in the first millennium BCE, can
also explain the preoccupation of kings with building projects,  and particularly the
notion  of  constructing  magnificent  royal  gardens.  The  “sacred  marriage”  typically
takes place in the “holy garden” of the goddess, which the king is required to tend as its
“gardener.”41 Thus, in Sumerian “sacred marriage” hymns, the goddess sings of her
vulva, her “uncultivated land” and asks “who will  plough it?” Dumuzi,  as expected,
offers  himself  up  for  the  task.42 Furthermore,  the  importance  of  gardens  in  Near
Eastern palace architecture is also reflected in the tale of Inanna and the Huluppu Tree
where the legendary hero-king Gilgamesh poses as the gardener of the goddess;43 in his
steps, numerous historical ancient Near Eastern kings propagated myths about their
humble origins as gardeners.44 In reflection of the cosmic order, the king’s palace is the
heart of the world and the focal point of communication between gods and humans.45
Hence, palaces tend to boast elaborate gardens, which symbolize unbreakable divine
favor and evoke the “sacred marriage” between the king and goddess.46
11 Herodotus describes such a beautiful palace at Celaenae in Phrygia,47 which Xenophon
had also visited.48 The Persians were especially adept at creating such gardens which
were known as Paradises (παράδεισοι) and were invested with considerable political
significance.49 Xenophon describes how Astyages the Mede offered his grandson Cyrus
the privilege of hunting in his paradise as a gesture of recognizing his legitimacy — the
boy  was  destined  to  be  a  king.50 Xenophon is  also  appreciative  of  the  relationship
between kingship and agriculture, as exemplified in the tale of Cyrus the Younger and
his paradise at Sardis, related in the Oeconomicus.51 There, we read that, when Lysander
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was shown around this magnificent royal garden, he was surprised to realize that the
king himself  toiled regularly in the garden and was responsible  for the impeccable
alignment of its rows. According to Critobulus, another of Socrates’ interlocutors in the
treatise, the king “pays as much attention to husbandry as to warfare,”52 a statement to
which Socrates responds as follows:53
ἔτι δὲ πρὸς τούτοις, ἔφη ὁ Σωκράτης, ἐν ὁπόσαις τε χώραις ἐνοικεῖ καὶ εἰς ὁπόσας
ἐπιστρέφεται,  ἐπιμελεῖται  τούτων  ὅπως  κῆποί  τε  ἔσονται,  οἱ  παράδεισοι
καλούμενοι,  πάντων  καλῶν  τε  κἀγαθῶν  μεστοὶ  ὅσα  ἡ  γῆ  φύειν  θέλει,  καὶ  ἐν
τούτοις αὐτὸς τὰ πλεῖστα διατρίβει, ὅταν μὴ ἡ ὥρα τοῦ ἔτους ἐξείργῃ.
In all the districts […] he [= the king] resides in and visits he takes care that there
are ‘paradises,’ as they call them, full of all the good and beautiful things that the
soil will produce, and in this he himself spends most of his time, except when the
season precludes it.
12 Cyrus54 swears by the Sun-god, who often poses as the patron of ancient Near Eastern
kings,55 that he engages daily in some task of war or agriculture. In response, Lysander
concedes that Cyrus deserves his happiness on account of his virtues.56 At Oeconomicus
5.2, Socrates explains that the earth, typically identified with the fertility goddess, as
we saw in the “sacred marriage” context, yields to the cultivators “luxuries to enjoy”
(καὶ  ἀφ᾽  ὧν  τοίνυν  ἡδυπαθοῦσι,  προσεπιφέρει).  Yet,  at  the  same  time,  the  earth
“stimulates  armed  protection  of  the  country  on  the  part  of  the  husbandmen,  by
nourishing her crops in the open for the strongest to take.”57 Moreover, she “willingly
teaches righteousness to those who can learn; for the better she is served, the more
good things she gives in return.”58
13 Xenophon’s observations, put in the mouth of Socrates, accurately explain the ideology
of the “sacred marriage” often allegorized in ancient Near Eastern myths about good
and bad farmers  and/or  gardeners  who please or  displease  the  goddess  with  their
labor. In these tales, the king poses as the farmer/gardener and lover of the goddess in
the footsteps of her consort Dumuzi.59 If the king is successful in continuously pleasing
the goddess, he will maintain his position. If not, there will be a breakdown in their
relationship. Indeed, she is often discussed in connection with a usurper, who is likely
to take over as the next king and, of course, will become her next ‘lover’. The concept is
made clear in several mythic tales, including the myth of the gardener Shukaletuda.60
Shukaletuda,  we are  told,  enjoys  the trust  of  the goddess  for  a  brief  period and is
appointed as her gardener, but he uproots the plants of her sacred garden and rapes
the goddess while she is asleep in her garden. As soon as Inanna wakes up and realizes
what  has  happened  to  her,  she  vows  that  the  Sumerian  people,  among  whom
Shukaletuda  hides  himself  to  avoid  divine  retribution,  will  “drink  blood.”  In  other
words, her punishment of the people will come in the form of an enemy army that,
under her auspices, devastates every city it attacks.61 In similar spirit, at Oeconomicus
5.19–20,  Socrates  admits  to  Critobulus  that  the  gods  control  the  operations  of
agriculture no less than those of war.
 
Sacred Prostitution
14 As mentioned previously, the “sacred marriage” custom is generally studied in tandem
with that of “cultic” or “sacred prostitution,” at which point Herodotus’ description of
the “shameful” Babylonian custom (1.199) is often discussed. According to this locus, at
least  if  we  follow the  scholarly  consensus  on the  translation of  the  passage,  every
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woman ought to have sex with a stranger once in her life in honor of Mylitta,  the
Assyrian equivalent of Aphrodite. More recently, however, our understanding of the
phenomenon of “cultic/sacred prostitution” has been revisited,  with some scholars,
including Assante, maintaining that there is no hard evidence for “sacred prostitution”
in  Mesopotamia.62 In  the  following  pages,  we  discuss  Herodotus’  attitude  to  the
phenomenon of prostitution to demonstrate that he did not find it  shameful per se.
Rather, this interpretation of Herodotus’ 1.199 lies mainly in the later rehashing of his
description in Roman times. Finally,  we suggest that a different appreciation of the
word order of the relevant passage could allow much more choice to the Babylonian
women compared to our current understanding of it, which privileges what is generally
accepted as the obligatory nature of the custom. In line with this new point of view,
Herodotus only wished to castigate human superstition and the desperate, naïve and
misguided attempts of humans to appeal to the gods to gratify their desires. He did not
wish to single out the moral standards of the Babylonians, but used the example of the
Babylonians as symptomatic of human credulity more generally, something of which
the Greeks  could also  be  guilty.  Let  us  start  with the passage in  Herodotus  that  is
regularly invoked:
ὁ  δὲ  δὴ  αἴσχιστος  τῶν  νόμων  ἐστὶ  τοῖσι  Βαβυλωνίοισι  ὅδε·  δεῖ  πᾶσαν  γυναῖκα
ἐπιχωρίην  ἱζομένην  ἐς  ἱρὸν  Ἀφροδίτης  ἅπαξ  ἐν  τῇ  ζόῃ  μιχθῆναι  ἀνδρὶ  ξείνῳ.
πολλαὶ  δὲ  καὶ  οὐκ  ἀξιούμεναι  ἀναμίσγεσθαι  τῇσι  ἄλλῃσι,  οἷα  πλούτῳ
ὑπερφρονέουσαι,  ἐπὶ  ζευγέων  ἐν  καμάρῃσι  ἐλάσασαι  πρὸς  τὸ  ἱρὸν  ἑστᾶσι·
θεραπηίη  δέ  σφι  ὄπισθε  ἕπεται  πολλή.  αἱ  δὲ  πλεῦνες  ποιεῦσι  ὧδε·  ἐν  τεμένεϊ
Ἀφροδίτης κατέαται  στέφανον  περὶ  τῇσι  κεφαλῇσι  ἔχουσαι  θώμιγγος  πολλαὶ
γυναῖκες·  αἳ  μὲν  γὰρ  προσέρχονται,  αἳ  δὲ  ἀπέρχονται.  σχοινοτενέες  δὲ  διέξοδοι
πάντα  τρόπον  ὁδῶν  ἔχουσι  διὰ τῶν  γυναικῶν,  δι᾽  ὧν  οἱ  ξεῖνοι  διεξιόντες
ἐκλέγονται· ἔνθα ἐπεὰν ἵζηται γυνή, οὐ πρότερον ἀπαλλάσσεται ἐς τὰ οἰκία ἤ τίς
οἱ ξείνων ἀργύριον ἐμβαλὼν ἐς τὰ γούνατα μιχθῇ ἔξω τοῦ ἱροῦ·  ἐμβαλόντα δὲ
δεῖ  εἰπεῖν  τοσόνδε·  ‘ ἐπικαλέω  τοι  τὴν  θεὸν  Μύλιττα.’  Μύλιττα  δὲ  καλέουσι  τὴν
Ἀφροδίτην Ἀσσύριοι. τὸ δὲ ἀργύριον μέγαθος ἐστὶ ὅσον ὦν· οὐ γὰρ μὴ ἀπώσηται·
οὐ  γάρ  οἱ  θέμις  ἐστί·  γίνεται  γὰρ  ἱρὸν  τοῦτο  τὸ  ἀργύριον.  τῷ  δὲ  πρώτῳ
ἐμβαλόντι  ἕπεται  οὐδὲ  ἀποδοκιμᾷ  οὐδένα.  ἐπεὰν  δὲ  μιχθῇ,  ἀποσιωσαμένη  τῇ
θεῷ ἀπαλλάσσεται ἐς τὰ οἰκία, καὶ τὠπὸ τούτου οὐκ οὕτω μέγα τί οἱ δώσεις ὥς
μιν  λάμψεαι.  ὅσσαι  μέν  νυν  εἴδεός  τε  ἐπαμμέναι  εἰσὶ  καὶ  μεγάθεος,  ταχὺ
ἀπαλλάσσονται,  ὅσαι  δὲ  ἄμορφοι  αὐτέων  εἰσί,  χρόνον  πολλὸν  προσμένουσι  οὐ
δυνάμεναι τὸν νόμον ἐκπλῆσαι· καὶ γὰρ τριέτεα καὶ τετραέτεα μετεξέτεραι χρόνον
μένουσι. ἐνιαχῇ δὲ καὶ τῆς Κύπρου ἐστὶ παραπλήσιος τούτῳ νόμος.
The foulest Babylonian custom is that which compels every woman of the land to sit
in the temple of Aphrodite and have intercourse with some stranger once in her
life. Many women who are rich and proud and disdain to mingle with the rest, drive
to the temple in covered carriages drawn by teams, and stand there with a great
retinue  of  attendants.  But  most  sit  down in  the  sacred  plot  of  Aphrodite,  with
crowns of cord on their heads; there is a great multitude of women coming and
going; passages marked by lines run every way through the crowd, by which the
men pass and make their choice. Once a woman has taken her place there, she does
not go away to her home before some stranger has cast money into her lap, and had
intercourse with her outside the temple; but while he casts the money, he must say,
“I invite you in the name of Mylitta” (that is the Assyrian name for Aphrodite). It
does not matter what sum the money is;  the woman will  never refuse,  for that
would be a sin, the money being by this act made sacred. So she follows the first
man who casts it and rejects no one. After their intercourse, having discharged her
sacred duty to the goddess, she goes away to her home; and thereafter there is no
bribe however great that will get her. So then the women that are fair and tall are
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soon free to depart, but the uncomely have long to wait because they cannot fulfil
the law; for some of them remain for three years, or four. There is a custom like this
in some parts of Cyprus.63
15 That Herodotus is not shocked by the practice of prostitution altogether is clear from
the fact that, a few lines above, at 1.196, he discussed it as an excellent device, which
shrewd Babylonians had used in the past for marrying off their daughters. After the
conquest  of  their  land  and  the  general  poverty  suffered  in  its  aftermath,  the
Babylonians  supposedly  often  prostituted  their  girls,  especially  those  of  the  lower
classes, in the hope of some relief from poverty.64 Although the practice had fallen into
disuse by Herodotus’ day, we are told, he passes no judgment, but solely records the
information he had been given. So, what is the factor that makes the custom described
at 1.199 so shameful? Previous explanations of the institution include cases of female
infertility that (even if temporary) always posed a threat to the social status of women,
or the obscure case of the kezertu women, who could be of high status, in accordance
with Herodotus’ report, but prostituted themselves to fulfill debt-related obligations.65
MacLachlan  suggests  that  Herodotus  documented  “this  most  shameful  practice”  to
demonstrate  the  moral  superiority  of  the  Greeks,  who  did  not  participate  in  such
rituals.66 Strabo, writing in the first century BCE, seems to have read this passage in
exactly this spirit. He wrote at 16.1.20:67
πάσαις  δὲ  ταῖς  Βαβυλωνίαις  ἔθος  κατά  τι  λόγιον  ξένῳ  μίγνυσθαι  πρός  τι
ἀφροδίσιον ἀφικομέναις μετὰ πολλῆς θεραπείας καὶ ὄχλου·  θώμιγγι δ᾽ ἔστεπται
ἑκάστη·  ὁ  δὲ  προσιὼν  καταθεὶς  ἐπὶ  τὰ  γόνατα  ὅσον  καλῶς  ἔχει  ἀργύριον,
συγγίνεται ἄπωθεν τοῦ τεμένους ἀπαγαγών· τὸ δ᾽ ἀργύριον ἱερὸν τῆς Ἀφροδίτης
νομίζεται.
There  is  a  custom prescribed  by  an  oracle  for  all  the  Babylonian  women to  have
intercourse with  strangers.  The  women  repair  to  a  temple  of  Aphrodite,
accompanied by numerous attendants and a crowd of people. Each woman has a
cord round her head; the man approaches a woman, and places on her lap as much
money as he thinks proper; he then leads her away to a distance from the sacred
grove,  and  has  intercourse  with  her.  The  money  is  regarded  as  consecrated  to
Aphrodite.
16 In relating the custom of “sacred prostitution” among the Armenians,  Strabo made
another reference to Herodotus, this time by name. His text at 11.14.16 reads:68
Both the Medes and Armenians have adopted all the sacred rites of the Persians,
but the Armenians pay particular reverence to Anaitis, and have built temples to
her  honor  in  several  places,  especially  in  Acilisene.  They  dedicate  there  to  her
service  male  and  female  slaves;  in  this  there  is  nothing  remarkable,  but  it  is
surprising that persons of the highest rank in the nation consecrate their virgin
daughters to the goddess. It is customary for these women, after being prostituted
for a long period at the temple of Anaitis, to be disposed of in marriage, no one
disdaining a connection with such persons (καταπορνευθείσαις πολὺν χρόνον παρὰ
τῇ θεῷ μετὰ ταῦτα δίδοσθαι πρὸς γάμον, οὐκ ἀπαξιοῦντος τῇ τοιαύτῃ συνοικεῖν
οὐδενός). Herodotus mentions something similar respecting the Lydian women, all
of  whom  prostitute themselves  (πορνεύειν  γὰρ  ἁπάσας).  But  they  treat  their
paramours with much kindness,  they entertain them hospitably,  and frequently
make  a  return of  more  presents  than  they  receive, being  amply  supplied  with
means  derived  from  their  wealthy  connections.  They  do  not  admit  into  their
dwellings accidental strangers, but prefer those of a rank equal to their own.
17 Pompeius  Trogus,  a  contemporary  of Strabo,  seems  to  have  misread  Herodotus  in
exactly the same way, pointing to a kind of “orientalism,” to use Said’s term,69 which
held an appeal for the Roman upper classes in the first century BCE. In his version of
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the Babylonian customs, Herodotus (1.199, final line) adds that, in Cyprus, Aphrodite
was  worshipped  in  similar  terms.70 Pompeius  Trogus  ( Epit.  18.5)  seems  to  enhance
Herodotus’ reference to this custom by claiming that
there was a custom among the Cyprians to send young girls down to the sea-shore
on  specific  days  before  their  marriage  to  earn  money  for  their  dowry  by
prostitution (dotalem pecuniam quaesituras in quaestum), and to offer Venus libations
for the preservation of their virtue in the future.71
18 In  the  first  century CE,  Curtius  Rufus  (5.1.36–38)  discussed  the  unparalleled  moral
corruption  (nihil  urbis  eius  corruptius  moribus)  of  the  Babylonians,  with  specific
references to their habit of prostituting their girls and women: liberos coniugesque cum
hospitibus stupro coire, modo pretium flagitii detur, parentes maritique patiuntur. It is worth
noting  that  Curtius  omits  the  religious  framework  in  which  Herodotus  made  his
comments and simply focuses on the corruptible nature of the people, now additionally
presented as drunkards who have surrendered to their innate lasciviousness: Babylonii
maxime in vinum et, quae ebrietatem sequuntur, effusi sunt. He states that this customary
display  of  immorality,  which  included  the  appearance  of  naked  married  women
(matronae) and  even  girls  (virgines) at  dinner  parties,  posed  a  major  threat  to  the
character of Alexander the Great and his men. Indeed, we are told that Alexander spent
more time there than in any other of his conquests, and that military discipline was
seriously undermined as a result of this extended stay.72
19 Furthermore, as Budin has pointed out, the only two inscriptions that provide evidence
of  “sacred  prostitution”  come,  not  from Mesopotamia,  but  from Roman Tralleis  in
Caria,  where women describing themselves as pallakides make dedications to Zeus. 73
Notably one of these women, L. Aurelia Aemilia, says that she became a pallakē because
of  an  oracle.  The  term  pallakē is  understood  as  somewhere  between  a  wife  and a
concubine,74 and is probably used here as a term evoking a “sacred marriage” context
so  as  to  refer  to  the  devotion  of  these  women to  their  cultic  duties.  Still,  Ramsay
understood the term pallakē to mean a “sacred prostitute.”75 Ramsay was influenced in
his interpretation by Strabo 12.3.36 and 17.1.46, which loci discuss “sacred prostitution”
in  the  Black  Sea  and  Egypt  respectively.  Furthermore,  Robert  accepted  Ramsay’s
interpretation and referred to the dedication as “émanant d’une prostituée sacrée.”76
20 The important phrase that led scholars to think that Strabo’s 17.1.46 refers to “sacred
prostitution” is αὕτη δὲ καὶ παλλακεύει καὶ σύνεστιν οἷς βούλεται, which is typically
translated  as  “she  prostitutes  herself  with  whom  she  pleases.”77 However,  the
expression  συνεῖναι  πράγμασι  (+ dative)  can  also  mean  “to  be  engaged  with.”78
Accordingly, by offering a totally non-sexualized translation of the text, Budin suggests
that the term pallades, taken to correspond to the pallakides of the Roman inscriptions,
probably  refers  to  young  girls  serving  as  handmaidens  of  the  goddess  until
menstruation made them ready for marriage.79 Hence, these servants of the goddess,
dedicated  by  their  fathers  and  often  of  high  social  status,  did  not  “have  sex  with
whomever they wished,” as Strabo’s text is often translated and understood, but rather
“engaged in whatever service to the goddess they chose.” As will be argued here, 1.199
of  Herodotus’  Histories may  represent  another  example  of  this  tendency  to  adopt
translations  that  entail  pejorative  insinuations  about  the  morality  of  Near  Eastern
cultures in antiquity.
21 The other relevant text of Strabo (12.3.36) refers to the city of Comana in the Black Sea,
which he compares to Corinth.80 His lines were understood to provide clear evidence
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for expensive temple prostitutes at Corinth, whose fees McLachlan estimates to have
cost up to 1,000 drachmas.81 Likewise, Ferguson insists that “not only was prostitution a
recognized institution, but through the influence of the fertility cults of Asia Minor,
Syria, and Phoenicia it became a part of the religious rites at certain temples.”82 He
adds,  by way of example,  that “there were one thousand ‘sacred prostitutes’  at  the
temple of Aphrodite at Corinth.” However, Strabo is probably reporting a custom of the
past with some exaggeration — he says that the temple had “more than a thousand
temple-slaves,” even though the location, as Beard and Henderson point out, would not
have  been  large  enough  to  accommodate  so  many  slaves.83 Here,  the  phrases  that
convinced scholars that Corinthian women were engaged in “sacred prostitution” was
Strabo’s description of them as ἐργαζομένων ἀπὸ τοῦ σώματος (“working with their
bodies” but often translated as “make a gain from their persons”84) and the use of the
word hetairai for the multitude of women who were dedicated to Aphrodite (τὸ πλῆθος
τῶν ἑταιρῶν, αἳ τῆς Ἀφροδίτης ἦσαν ἱεραί). Budin says surprisingly little about this
passage given her conviction that ancient “sacred prostitution” was a myth. A closer
reading, however, indicates that the women’s labor is mentioned in association with
the cultivation of the vines, which could well be referring to them working in the fields
as part of their cultic engagements. Ancient temples often controlled lands used for the
sustenance of  their  cultic  personnel  and even for  gain,  similar  to  the  way modern
monasteries operate. As for their address as hetairai,  a word with undeniable sexual
connotations in ancient Greek texts,85 it  could be argued that Strabo uses the term
similarly  to  the  word  pallake in  the  previous  text.  It  seems  apparent  that  sexually
charged  terms  were  used  to  evoke  the  devotion  of  these  servants  to  their  divine
patrons — Zeus in the previous text, Aphrodite here. Inanna was also known as the
hierodule (nu-gig-an-na) of An, a cultic title which Beaulieu interpreted as indicating that
“Inanna is also the mistress of An, in addition to being his wife and daughter.”86 Yet,
given  the  metaphorical  tone  employed  in  ancient  Near  Eastern  literary  texts  and
inscriptions,  to  be  the  “companion”  or  the  “attendant”  of  a  god  does  not  imply
prostitution.
22 Another source allegedly depicting “sacred prostitution” at Corinth is Pindar (fr. 122 =
Athen. 13.573e–f),87 a poem commissioned to acknowledge Xenophon’s fulfillment of his
vow to dedicate 100 “prostitutes” to Aphrodite’s temple in Corinth if he won at the
Olympic Games. But, as Budin suggests, Pindar refers to his poem as a skolion, a drinking
song and, hence,  unsuitable for a religious dedication.88 Budin understands Pindar’s
reference to the grove of Aphrodite to mean the andron, the men’s space, where they
probably held a party after his victory involving prostitutes. She further points out that
it  was  Athenaeus  who,  in  citing  Pindar’s  poem,  added  that  it  related  to  an  old
Corinthian custom allegedly presided over by Aphrodite Urania, thus leading modern
scholars  in  reading  the  poem  as  a  reference  to  “sacred  prostitution.”89 However,
Budin’s interpretation of Pindar’s skolion, which supposedly refers to a celebratory orgy
after an Olympic victory, seems to be equally farfetched. It is more likely, in our view,
that  Xenophon vouched that  he would dedicate a  number of  cultic  servants  to  the
goddess  if  she  favored  him  and  granted  him  victory.  This  explanation  is  perfectly
compatible  with  the  Athenian  Xenophon’s  discussion  of  the  goddess  and her  royal
worshippers discussed at the beginning of the article. Moreover, sports and war are
often conflated in  ancient  Greek thought  since  both involved the pursuit  of  manly
excellence (ἀρετή). Our interpretation does not discount the fact that prostitution was
a widespread phenomenon of the ancient world, often practiced around temples that
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attracted numerous visitors, especially during festive days; yet, by drawing attention to
the use of explicit sexual language to describe religious devotion in antiquity, from the
most sensual near eastern examples, discussed above, to the survival of the trend in
Greek cultic titles, we seek to challenge the prevailing historical appreciation of the
institution of “sacred prostitution,” which is based, by and large, on a rather inflexible
reading of a handful of ancient texts (all analyzed in the current article).
 
Back to Herodotus 1.199
23 So  far,  our  analysis  indicates  that  Herodotus,  despite  being  arguably  misread,  by
ancient  writers  and  modern  scholars  alike,  did  not  necessarily  refer  to  organized
“sacred  prostitution,”  but  to  a  custom that  he  found shameful  because  it  involved
women who were not permanent members of the cultic personnel of Ishtar’s temple at
Babylon. The fact that the women wore wreaths made of rope signifies their special
status as being under the influence of the goddess, probably for the duration of their
pilgrimage, regardless of whether we see this rope as a symbol of the feminine girdle
(also worn by the goddess).90 In the Agushaya hymn exalting Ishtar, the goddess holds
in her hand the nose-rope of heaven and earth (s◌̣er-ret AN-e u KI-tim = s◌̣er-ret same e u
ers◌̣eti ti ),91 while she is also depicted in art as using a rope to lead her lion.92 Likewise
the holy jump-rope of Inanna/Ishtar is part of a dance enacted in her festivals.93 Hence,
in all probability, the women dedicating themselves to the goddess, even for a short
period of their lives, believed that they shared her qualities, or at least hoped to be
benefited by her influence to the point of being willing to sleep with a stranger. In our
view,  it  is  the  religious  credulity  of  the  Babylonians  that  Herodotus  primarily
castigates, rather than what was perceived by later Greco-Roman authors as a barbaric
custom.
24 Herodotus’ relationship with his sources has been long discussed in the bibliography,
with Fehling arguing that the citation of his sources should be treated as a literary
device  (though  he  does  not  argue  that  Herodotus  invented  all  of  the  stories  he
reported),94 and Pritchett accusing him of totally fabricating the details of his stories.95
Although the modern historians’ debate on Herodotus’ veracity and the reliability of
his sources has tirelessly focused on his physical description of the city of Babylon, not
the  customs  he  reported,  Rollinger  has  defended  Herodotus’  familiarity  with  Near
Eastern  traditions  and  his  accurate  transmission  of  them  to  his  Greek-speaking
audiences.96 Thus, if we entertain the idea that Herodotus reported fairly accurately the
tradition of temple prostitution at Babylon, his hyperbolic reference to the need of
“every local woman” to prostitute herself is likely designed to emphasize the credulity
of the people who observed this  custom — though not on the basis  of  their  ethnic
origin.97
25 Furthermore, there may be something to be said about our usual translation of the
relevant Herodotean text. Although Strabo clearly refers to all women performing this
rite,  Herodotus’  text  may not  necessarily  support  this  view.  The phrase  δεῖ  πᾶσαν
γυναῖκα  ἐπιχωρίην  ἱζομένην  ἐς  ἱρὸν  Ἀφροδίτης  ἅπαξ  ἐν  τῇ  ζόῃ  μιχθῆναι  ἀνδρὶ
ξείνῳ  has  been  often  translated  as  “every  local  woman must  sit  in  the  temple  of
Aphrodite and have intercourse with some stranger once in her life,” which means that
translators  have  understood  the  participle  ἱζομένην  as  circumstantial  and  in
connection  with  the  impersonal  verb  δεῖ.98 Of  course,  in  ancient  Greek,  when  an
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obligation  or  command  concerns  two  actions, one  of  the  actions  tends  to  be
subordinated and presented as a circumstantial participle.99 On occasion, the participle
has been understood as temporal but, again, translators assumed that the ritual applies
to  all women. 100 Herodotus  employs  the  combination  of  the  impersonal
δεῖ + infinitive + participle nineteen times in the Histories;101 sixteen of these participles
are circumstantial, but only four can be understood as expressing one of two actions
that must be carried out (the other action being expressed by an infinitive).102 On four
occasions, Herodotus employs circumstantial participles to denote manner/means;103
on  two,  to  denote  time,104 on three,  cause; 105 one  is  merely  descriptive, 106 and  one
expresses  condition.107 Herodotus  also  uses  this  structure  with  three  attributive
participles, accompanied, as is the case often, by the article.108 The participle in the
sentence  of  interest  to  us  (ἱζομένην)  does  not  have  an  article,  but  attributive
participles  are  not  always  accompanied  by  the  article,  especially  when  used  in
indefinite  sense.109 Herodotus  does  use  attributive  participles  without  the  article
elsewhere  in  his  work.110 If,  however,  we  appreciate  the  participle  as  attributive,
translating as  “every local  woman sitting” or  even “seated,”  given that  the verb is
middle-passive,111 this translation implies that not every Babylonian woman ought to
sleep with a stranger, but only those who chose to sit at the temple for the purposes of
securing divine favor112 — something which, if  we read Herodotus with nuance, can
only be done once in a lifetime. From this point of view, it would make more sense for
Herodotus to castigate as shameful a custom that permits some otherwise ordinary
women to think that they can claim divine favor by sleeping with a stranger.
26 In conclusion, it seems that Herodotus’ references to the customs of “sacred marriage”
and “sacred prostitution” have excited the imagination of both his ancient and modern
readers. That said, the interpretations of the texts in question often reflect the readers’
cultural  biases  rather  than  those  of  Herodotus.  In  second  guessing  his  authorial
intentions, it has often been assumed, particularly by those who are certain that there
is only a single way to read his text and that all intermediary authors transmitted this
reading accurately, that Herodotus was keen to support the cultural superiority of the
Greeks  against  their  barbarian  neighbors,  or  that  he  did  not  evaluate  his  sources
adequately. However, in light of recent research that highlights previous hastily made
readings of authors such as Strabo (see above for Budin’s alternative interpretation of
17.1.46 and ours of 8.6.20), it seems likely that our views on Herodotus’ cultural bias
have been influenced by later Greco-Roman readings of the Histories. From this point of
view, a more nuanced reading of Herodotus 1.181.5–182.1–2 and 1.199 would suggest
that,  in  reporting  the  customs  of  “sacred  marriage”  and  “sacred  prostitution,”
Herodotus probably wished, in the main, to castigate human prejudice and credulity
rather  than  the  lack  of  sophistication  of  the  non-Greek  societies  upholding  these
customs.
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NOTES
1. See  COOPER (2013),  p. 49–50  (who  nevertheless  offers  a  new  interpretation  of  Herodotus);
cf. HERSEY (1999), p. 77–82, who adds that “sacred marriage” is “sometimes also known as sacred
prostitution” (p. 78), a kind of confusion which is pervasive in earlier scholarship on Herodotus;
see also PARKER (1983), p. 92–93, esp. n. 77, which describes “sacred marriage” in ancient Greece as
a “foreign custom tinged with charlatanism.”
2. For example, RAVN (1942), p. 89 argued that “Herodotus has hardly exaggerated the part played
by prostitution in the Babylonian community;” cf. SEYMOUR (2014), p. 58 who adds that, on this
passage, Herodotus “leaves no room for ambiguity” regarding the custom of prostitution though
he expresses doubts about its universal application.
3. THOMAS (2000), p. 90–97 and 104–117 rejects the idea that Herodotus’ treatment of Europe and
Asia implies a cultural clash between Greeks and barbarians; cf. CRIST (2013), p. 239; HALL (2002),
p. 181 argues that Herodotus “does not consistently portray foreign customs in pejorative terms”
with reference to  1.196,  where  Herodotus  praises  the  Babylonians  who auction off  the  most
attractive women for marriage to secure a dowry for the less beautiful ones. Yet, see LATEINER
(1989),  p. 60:  “In sum, barbarian ingenuity and diversity do not obscure Herodotus’  reasoned
belief in Greek mental and moral superiority, a result of climate, poverty, political institutions
and competitiveness.” GRIFFITHS (2001), p. 167 argues that “the Babylonian material is probably
fiction… the fantasy of an outsider projecting Greek Utopian theory onto a realm where it can be
imagined as reality.” Also, see LATEINER (1989), p. 136, arguing that Herodotus’ use of women in
the Histories suggests his “unintentional distortion of palace life and harem politics,” while on
p. 265,  n. 32,  he  claims  that  Herodotus  shows  no  understanding  of  Babylonian  “sacred
prostitution;” in his view, Herodotus is using the irrational behavior of foreign women in the
context of the rhetorical tyrant, as these attributes are symptomatic of the dysfunctional oikoi of
oriental kings; see also p. 137–140, 156–157 and 171. Also, see BAHRANI (2001), esp. p. 173–179 on
the use of  Herodotus in 19th-century orientalist  imagination and the scholarly  legacy of  this
trend.
4. For example, BUDIN (2006), p. 72 states that “sacred prostitution” was only “a literary motif
used  by  one  society  to  denigrate  another.”  See,  also,  NYBERG (2008),  p. 319,  who argues  that
Herodotus “aimed more at shocking his readers than providing them with reliable information,”
with ASHERI (2007), p. 211 ad 199.1 (with further bibliography), who claims that “what shocked
Herodotus was not sacrilege, but the institutionalization of prostitution.”
5. Aristotle, Politics, 1285a 19–22 and 1327b 27–29 argues that the peoples of the East lack free
will,  which  is  why  they  are  content  with  being  ruled  by  absolute  monarchs.  On  this,  see
BRINGMANN (1993), p. 8.
6. The Sumerian “sacred marriage,” celebrated during the New Year Festival, is known as the
akītu;  see LAPINKIVI (2008), p. 1, 11–12, 20–21; SALLABERGER (1999), p. 291–294; FALKENSTEIN (1959),
p. 147–182.  For  the  Assyrian  akītu,  see  VON DRIEL (1969),  p. 162–167;  COHEN (1993),  p. 417–427.
Earlier  scholars  were  convinced  that  a  “sacred  marriage”  occurred  during  the  akītu,  with
FRANKFORT (1948), p. 330 and JAMES (1962), p. 87 arguing that it probably took place at the Esagila;
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cf. PALLIS (1926),  p. 197–198;  JACOBSEN (1975),  p. 65–97;  KRAMER (1944),  p. 49.  For  Iddin-Dagan’s
celebration of a “sacred marriage” in conjunction with the New Year Festival, see BIN 9: 435,
lines 170–191, with REISMAN (1973), p. 159–160; for Šulgi, see KLEIN (1981), p. 32. BIDMEAD (2002),
p. 25  notes  the  tendency  of  recent  scholarship  to  examine  the  akītu for  its  “political  and
sociological  significance,  doing away with the concepts of  hieros  gamos,  cultic  battle,  and the
motif of the dying-rising god.” 
7. KLEIN (1992), p. 5.866 defines “sacred marriage” as a “marriage or sexual union between a god
and a goddess, in ancient or primitive religions, an act which is usually connected with some
form of fertility cult;” also, see BAHRANI (2001), p. 55–56 and 134–140; cf. NOEGEL (2007), p. 21–22 on
the  issue  of  Near  Eastern  influence  on  Greece,  citing  LINCOLN (2004),  p. 658:  “Informed  by
Romantic nationalism and, in part, by the racism associated with it, it [=scholarship of the late
nineteenth  and  early  twentieth  centuries]  understood  the  ‘genius’  of  Greek  civilization  as
marking the end of antiquity and the start of the ‘miracle’ that anticipated the Enlightenment by
breaking with myth, tradition, and puerile superstition to achieve a critical view of religion.” 
8. See SEFATI (1998), passim on the hymns accompanying the “sacred marriage” of Dumuzi and
Inanna. Cf. PONGRATZ-LEISTEN (2008), p. 66–68, who differentiates between cosmogamy (marriage of
heaven and earth), theogamy (divine marriage), and hierogamy (marriage of king and goddess). 
9. ODEN (1987), p. 138–147; BIRD (1997), p. 39, with n. 8; SWEET (1994), p. 101; JONES (2003), p. 299. 
10. SMITH (2008), p. 93. For “sacred marriages” celebrated in the first millennium BCE, see NISSINEN
(2001), p. 99–101, 103–105. For a study of “sacred marriage” in ancient Greece, see AVAGIANNOU
(1991),  passim but  esp. p. 19–26;  although  AVAGIANNOU is  right  to  challenge  the  uncritical,
Fraserian association of “sacred marriage” with fertility (p. xi),  I  find her own differentiation
between marriages involving deities and those involving divine rape rather forced (see esp. her
remarks on p. 142–144).
11. BIDMEAD (2002), p. 104; LAPINKIVI (2004), p. 14 and (2008), p. 20–21.
12. COOPER (1993),  p. 83  was  convinced that  actual  sex  took  place  between the  king  and the
priestess, a conclusion which he has subsequently rejected; also, see COOPER (2013).
13. HOLLAND (2012) discusses Homer, Il. 14.330–360 as referring to the “sacred marriage” between
Zeus and Hera; cf. HHomAphr. 5.61–190, for the goddess consummating her affair with the Trojan
consort  Anchises.  CLARK (1998),  p. 20–22  discusses  the  re-enactment  of  the  marriage  by
worshipers at Knossos, as referred to at Diod. Sic. 5.72.4, and the celebration of the institution of
marriage, called the Hieros Gamos, in Attica (SEG 26.136.32). The myth of Persephone and Hades
might also suggest a hieros gamos at Locri in southern Italy, as SOURVINOU-INWOOD (1978), p. 113–
114, argues. For the “sacred marriage” of Persephone at Eleusis, see Strabo 14.1.45, with RUCK
(2008),  p. 95–98.  There is  compelling evidence that  the Greeks also believed in mortal-divine
couplings. The Anthesteria festival in Athens dramatized an annual marriage between the god
Dionysos and the mortal basilinna (queen), the wife of the Athenian religious official called the
basileus (king);  cf. Xen.  Hipp. 3.2,  and  also,  see  BURKERT (1987),  p. 239  and  AVAGIANNOU (1991),
p. 177–198.
14. SAGGS (2000), p. 173.
15. OSHIMA (2007),  p. 355.  VAN DER SPEK (2009),  p. 110–111 argued that,  since we have found no
Greek temple in Babylonia, the Greeks may have used the temple of Bēl, now identified with Zeus,
as their main cultic space.  WRIGHT (2010),  p. 58 discusses the identification of Zeus with local
Ba’als, possibly since the time of Alexander, as indicated on his famous coins representing the
Pheidian Zeus of Olympia.
16. Hdt. 1.181.5–182.1–2; our translation, modified from that of GODLEY (1920). This part of the
article is derived from ANAGNOSTOU-LAOUTIDES (2017), p. 84–86.
17. In Urnamma A, Inanna is portrayed as lamenting the king’s death. She praises his charms (h-
li-a-ni) and refers to her ğipar as her shrine that “towers up like a mountain.”
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18. Note that Herodotus has occasionally, though not invariably, used φοιτᾶν to mean sexual
intercourse;  see  POWELL (1938),  p. 375,  who  cites  the  following  examples  s.v. φοιτῶ:  “2. (5)
sexually, go in to: of the woman, τινι 3.69.6; παρά τινα 2.66.1; 1.11.2; 4.11; of the man, παρά τινα
5.70.1.”
19. See, for example, Eur. Cycl. 582: Γανυμήδην τόνδ’ ἔχων ἀναπαύσομαι κάλλιον ἢ τὰς Χάριτας;
Machon of Sicyon, Chreiai, 286, 328: ἀναπαυόμενον μετὰ τῆς Γναθαίνης (ed. GOW); also, in Athen.
13.579e–580a; Plut. Alex. 2.4: ὡς μηδὲ φοιτᾶν ἔτι πολλάκις παρ᾽ αὐτὴν ἀναπαυσόμενον. 
20. NOEGEL (2004), p. 134–135; see also MAUL (2007), p. 368; cf. DURAND (1988), p. 455–482.
21. For incubation as practiced throughout Mesopotamia, see KIM (2011), p. 27–60.
22. SASSON (1984),  p. 285;  DEJONG  ELLIS (1989),  p. 136;  see  also  BUTLER (1998),  p. 224–227.  For
incubation among the Jews under ancient Near Eastern influence,  see MOORE (1990),  p. 78–86;
ACKERMAN (1992), p. 194–120. On the Jewish disapproval of incubation, which was perceived as
being linked to pagan necromancy, see SCHMIDT (1994), p. 261–263.
23. See Paus. 2.27.3 and Strabo 8.374; for an overview of incubation in the ancient Near East, see
KIM (2011),  p. 27–58.  Cf. HUSSER (1999),  p. 20–22,  who  warns  against  the  conflation  of  the
“therapeutic incubation,” popular during the Hellenistic period, and the “oracular” incubation
mainly practiced in the ancient Near East in earlier times.
24. Diod. Sic. 1.25.5.
25. DEJONG ELLIS (1989), p. 178–179.
26. E3/1.1.7  CylA;  see EDZARD (1997),  p. 69–70.  Starting with the Akkadian dynasty of  Sargon,
ancient Near Eastern kings would often place their daughters as priestesses of the god. On this,
see HALLO – SIMPSON (1997), p. 175.
27. HUROWITZ (1992),  p. 47–48,  153–156.  VAN BUREN (1952),  p. 293–294,  with  n. 1,  draws  our
attention to the king’s sense of duty and obedience to the expressed wish of gods to have new
temples built in their honor. Gudea, for example, was instructed in a dream to build a new and
better Eninnu for Ningiršu, the Amorite Samsuiluna (ca. 1792–1712 BCE) was commanded to build
a temple by Šamaš, and Waradsin of Larsa (1770–1758 BCE) by Nannar.
28. BUTLER (1998), p. 17–19; see, also, CHAPMAN (2008), p. 41–44.
29. GURNEY (1981), p. 143; cf. BECKMAN (2003), p. 159.
30. Hdt. 1.77 and 188.
31. GADD (1948),  p. 58–59  with  BÖHL (1939),  p. 162  (i 1.170);  cf. REINER (1985),  p. 1–16,  esp.  p. 2;
BEAULIEU (1989), p. 71–72, 127–132; BEAULIEU (1994), p. 39–40. A liver omen also confirmed the god’s
“desire,” since erešum can actually mean both demand/request and wish/desire. But given that ē
rišu,  of the same root, means the bridegroom, the erotic connotations of the word cannot be
missed.
32. GARRISON (2012), p. 45.
33. Herodotus’ work is full of obscure oracles that require careful interpretation. For oracular
allegory in Herodotus, see BENARDETE (1969), p. 7–9; cf. HARTOG (1988), p. 131–133, where oracles —
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import of oracles, omens, and dreams,” he also notes: “Herodotus himself expresses (3.38) and
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seem…but,  however  open-minded,  he  cannot  silently  accept  sexual  intercourse  in  religious
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settings…,” citing as the first of his examples the “most shameful” custom of the Babylonians
recorded at 1.199. 
35. HARRIS (2000),  p. 122–157  holds  that  Herodotus  distances  himself  from  popular  religion
precisely by referring to cases in which erroneous interpretations of oracles precipitated one’s
downfall. On Herodotean oracles as literary forgeries designed to promote political objectives,
see STRUCK (2002), p. 181–183.
36. HUROWITZ (1992), p. 162.
37. MELVILLE (2006), p. 390–391.
38. Granius  Licinianus,  History  of  Rome, 28.6  (with  Diana).  EDDY (1961),  p. 141–145  refers  to
Antiochus marrying Ištar at Babylon. Consider, too, his marriage to Nana at Susa, as recorded in
2 Maccabees 1.13–15 and Polybius 31.9.1.
39. Either Antiochus was a usurper who murdered his brother out of political ambition or, given
that there is no evidence clearly associating him with the murder of Seleucus IV, he was the
remaining ruler who managed to overcome the conspiracy that brought about the demise of his
co-ruler. See Daniel 11:20, with BAHRANI (2002), p. 19 and, contra, SHEA (2005), p. 31–66.
40. PONGRATZ-LEISTEN (2008), p. 66.
41. WIDENGREN (1951), p. 9, 11, 15.
42. SEFATI (1998), p. 224–225.
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ANAGNOSTOU-LAOUTIDES (2017), p. 43–46. 
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45. TURNER (1979), p. 26.
46. BOTTÉRO (1993),  passim.  DALLEY (1993),  p. 1–2  refers  to  kings  trying  to  recreate  a  Paradise
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(2001), p. 99; LAPINKIVI (2004), p. 84, n. 289; CAD 1.2.44, s.v. ambassu;  SMITH (1958), p. 43–44, with
MUNN (2006), p. 136, n. 12.
47. Hdt. 7.26–29.
48. Xen. An. 1.2.7–9. See ANAGNOSTOU-LAOUTIDES (2017), p. 46–48.
49. TUPLIN (1996), p. 109–177 discusses the evidence on Persians gardens and argues that they
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were  associated  ideologically  with  sex  and  education,  connections  not  made  in  the  case  of
Persian paradeisoi (see esp. p. 75–76, 117 and 129, on Adonis’ gardens). The ‘gardens’ of Adonis
were part of the ritual celebration of his affair with Aphrodite, a Greek adaptation of the rites in
honor of Ištar and Tammuz, which had become popular in first millennium BCE private religion.
However, the Greeks were also aware of Lydian and Persian royal paradeisoi, which they allegedly
despised as symptomatic of their owners’ luxurious and unmanly character; see BREMMER (2002),
p. 112–119. For descriptions of Persian paradeisoi, see Plut. Alcibiades 24.5; Xen. Hell. 4.15.33; An.
1.4.10. In addition, see Xen. Oec. 4.23, where Lysander is surprised to know that Cyrus had been
toiling in the garden, an action which was at odds with fine garments and exquisite array of
jewelry.
50. Xen. Cyr. 1.3.14; see MUNN (2006), p. 136, with n. 13.
51. Xen. Oec. 4.8–5, 20. 
52. Xen. Oec. 4.12:  οὐκοῦν εἰ μὲν δὴ ταῦτα ποιεῖ βασιλεύς,  ὦ Σώκρατες,  οὐδὲν ἔμοιγε δοκεῖ 
ἧττον τῶν γεωργικῶν ἔργων ἐπιμελεῖσθαι ἢ τῶν πολεμικῶν.
53. Xen. Oec. 4.13; all trans. of Xenophon are by HEINEMANN (1979).
54. Xen. Oec. 4.24: ὄμνυμί σοι τὸν Μίθρην, ὅτανπερ ὑγιαίνω, μηπώποτε δειπνῆσαι πρὶν ἱδρῶσαι 
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hard at some task of war or agriculture, or exerting myself somehow”).
55. CHARPIN (2013), passim.
56. Xen. Oec. 4.25.
57. Xen. Oec. 5.7: παρορμᾷ δέ τι καὶ εἰς τὸ ἀρήγειν σὺν ὅπλοις τῇ χώρᾳ καὶ ἡ γῆ τοὺς γεωργοὺς 
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58. Xen.  Oec. 5.12:  ἔτι δὲ ἡ γῆ θεὸς οὖσα τοὺς δυναμένους καταμανθάνειν καὶ δικαιοσύνην: 
διδάσκει· τοὺς γὰρ ἄριστα θεραπεύοντας αὐτὴν πλεῖστα ἀγαθὰ ἀντιποιεῖ.
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the world of animal husbandry. Thus, he is the shepherd of the people, which is a king’s most
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62. ASSANTE (1998), p. 10 argued that this widespread belief was the unfortunate result of “the
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cf. BUDIN (2006), p. 83.
63. Trans. GODLEY (1920), p. 250–253.
64. Hdt.  1.196.5  (three  final  lines  of  the  paragraph,  as  per  GODLEY [1920],  p. 248:  ἐπείτε γὰρ 
ἁλόντες ἐκακώθησαν καὶ οἰκοφθορήθησαν, πᾶς τις τοῦ δήμου βίου σπανίζων καταπορνεύει τὰ 
θήλεα τέκνα [“Since the conquest of Babylon made them afflicted and poor, everyone of the
people that lacks a livelihood prostitutes his daughters”]).
65. See COOPER (2013), p. 50–51; MARSMAN (2003), p. 196–198, 498–500; BENKO (2004), p. 39, n. 46,
citing, among others, VAN DER TOORN (1989), p. 204, who understands the rite as fulfilling a once-
in-a-lifetime vow.  On harimtu,  see  ASSANTE (2003),  p. 33.  See  also  the discussion on kezertu in
LARSON (2014), p. 223.
66. MACLACHLAN (1992), p. 149.
67. Trans. JONES (1930), p. 227.
68. Trans. JONES (1928), p. 341.
69. For the use of Herodotus by modern colonialists, see SAID (1978), p. 58, 90, 175. 
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72. Trans. YARDLEY (1984), p. 95.
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74. KONSTAN (1987), p. 122–139; cf. MINER (2003), p. 30–34. 
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75. RAMSAY (1883), p. 276–277. BUDIN (2003), p. 152–153 also argues that Strabo’s differing terms
throughout his writing, such as his use of the ostensibly similar pallake, hetaira and hierodoulos,
adds to the confusion.
76. ROBERT (1970), p. 406.
77. Text and trans. HAMILTON – FALCONER (1957), p. 263; cf. n. 79 below.
78. See LSJ, s.v. σύνειμι (εἰμί sum) I, with numerous examples, including Ar. Fr. 959; Thuc. 4.18.4;
Xen. Oec. 15.12; Pl. Rep. 586a, 586b; Laws, 791b.
79. Strabo 17.1.46; trans. JONES (1932), p. 125: “to Zeus (Amon) who is held in the highest honour,
they dedicate a maiden of greatest beauty and most illustrious family (such maidens are called
‘pallades’ [virgin-priestesses] or pallacide [harlots] by the Greeks); and she prostitutes herself, and
cohabits  with  whatever  men she  wishes  until  the  natural  cleansing  of  her  body takes  place
(menstruation);  and after her cleansing she is  given in marriage to a man; but before she is
married, after the time of her prostitution, a rite of mourning is celebrated for her.” BUDIN (2008),
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beautiful girl maiden of most illustrious family serves as priestess, [girls] whom the Greek called
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[rites] she wishes until the natural cleansing of her body; after her cleansing she is given to a
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80. PIRENNE-DELFORGE (1994), p. 113–127 and (2007), p. 321.
81. MACLACHLAN (1992), p. 98.
82. FERGUSON (1993), p. 64.
83. BEARD – HENDERSON (1997), p. 196.
84. See JONES (1928), p. 439.
85. For the terms hetaira and porne and their exact meanings in the Greek world, see KURKE (1997),
p. 110–115. It seems that hetairai wished to be distinguished from their low-class counterparts,
the pornai, by putting less emphasis on receiving money for their services and promoting the idea
of charis (“grace”) and companionship; the latter is etymologically also closer to ἑταῖρος (LSJ =
“companion,” “friend,” “mate”).
86. The epithet occurs in the Descent of Inanna, v. 221. On this, see BEAULIEU (2003), p. 112, n. 65.
87. KURKE (1996), p. 52.
88. BUDIN (2006), p. 86. PIRENNE-DELFORGE (1994), esp. p. 113. In addition, see BREITENBERGER (2013),
p. 132–135, who agrees that the text does not describe an incident of “sacred prostitution.” She
points out the role of Peitho in the poem and its association with prostitution in antiquity.
89. See the discussion of this text in MACLACHLAN (1992), p. 160.
90. There is a reference to Inanna’s golden girdle in Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld (lines 54–55,
121), while the girdle is also very important for the goddess’ military aspects; cf. the Agushaya
hymn dedicated to Ishtar. For both texts,  see FOSTER (1996),  p. 1.81–83, 100. Several Sumerian
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the goddess. These are probably, according to CRAWFORD (1960), p. 246 and 249, building bricks for
the goddess’ temple.
91. The hymn mirrors the goddess’ ascent to the highest rank of the Assyrian pantheon in the
later first millennium BCE; see A ii 12 in GRONEBERG (1997), p. 75; cf. WESTENHOLZ (2007), p. 339.
92. COLLON (2007),  p. 104;  see  also  SELZ (2007),  p. 277  for  the  “measuring rope” as  one of  the
insignia that the gods entrusted to the kings for the purposes of according justice.
93. On the famous Games text, see HARRIS (2000), p. 168–169.
94. FEHLING (1989), p. 10 and 247–248; cf. ROLLINGER (2000), p. 76 and (1993), p. 29 and 176, which
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95. PRITCHETT (1993), p. 235–242. Note that, according to PIRENNE-DELFORGE (2009), Budin inevitably
accepts that Herodotus was lying in reporting the custom, thus siding with Pritchett’s school of
thought.
96. ROLLINGER (2000), passim, discusses the story of the rich Pythios and his son (Hdt. 7.38–40) in
light of Hittite rituals and the story of Ascalon and the Scythian invasion of Asia (1.103–106).
97. ROLLINGER (2000), p. 69–70 makes a similar argument for Herodotus’ use of the tale of Pythios
which  Herodotus  employs  in  a  way  that  supports  his  view of  Xerxes  as  an  oriental  despot;
accordingly,  his  execution  of  Pythios’  son  is  not  presented  as  a  ritual  performed  to  ensure
military victory but as the arbitrary decision of a cruel king. 
98. See  ASHERI –  ANELAMI (1988),  p. 222–223,  who  translate  as  follows:  “ È
obbligo che ogni donna del paese, una volta durante la vita,postasi nel recinto sacro ad Afrodite, si unisca
con uno straniero… Quando una donna si asside in quel posto, non torna più a casa se prima qualche
straniero, dopo averle gettato del denaro sulle ginocchia, non si sia a lei congiunto all’interno del tempio.” 
But “postasi ” is a reflexive form that the translator understood in connection to δεῖ and not to
the noun γυναῖκα, which is closer to the participle. LEGRAND (1932), p. 195 translates the passage
as “toute femme du pays doit, une fois en sa vie, aller prendre place dans un sanctuaire d’Aphrodite et
s’unir à un étranger… Lorsqu’une femme a pris place en ce lieu…” Although he avoids reflexive forms,
the phrase “aller prendre” implies an understanding of the participle as indicating purpose rather
than being adjectival/relative. In Spanish, SCHRADER (2000), p. 256–267 follows this model: “toda
mujer  del  país  debe,  una  vez  en  su  vida,  ir  a  sentarse a  un  santuario  de  Afrodita  y  yacer  con  un
extranjero. …muchas mujeres toman asiento en el recinto sagrado de Afrodita… Cuándo una mujer ha
tomado asiento en el templo…” 
99. SMYTH (1920), p. 445, § 2046. See, also, p. 459, § 2068a: ἐκέλευσε λαβόντα ἄνδρας ἐλθεῖν ὅτι 
πλείστους (Xen.  An. 1.1.11),  meaning “he ordered him to  take  as  many men as  possible  and
come,” with the participle λαβόντα being used to express one of the orders.
100. BARTOLOMÉ POU (1989), p. 42 translated the participle as temporal: “estando sentada en el templo
de Venus (while sitting)… Después se ha sentado allí,” again implying that the custom is obligatory for
every woman in the country. His translation is closer to the early German version of BÄHR (1868),
p. 149, who wrote: “Eine jede Frau des Landes muß, im Tempel der Aphrodite sitzend, einmal in ihrem
Leben sich einem Fremden preisgeben… Wenn sich nämlich eine Frau hier gesetzt hat.”
101. See 1.11.3;  1.57.2;  1.67.5;  1.199.1 and 3;  2.24.1;  2.29.2;  3.6.2;  3.69.1 (4 participles);  3.110.1;
5.62.1; 7.2.1; 7.17.2; 7.51.2 and 7.142.3.
102. 3.6.2: δεῖ τὸν μὲν δήμαρχον ἕκαστον ἐκ τῆς ἑωυτοῦ πόλιος συλλέξαντα πάντα τὸν κέραμον 
ἄγειν ἐς Μέμφιν, τοὺς δὲ ἐκ Μέμφιος ἐς ταῦτα δὴ τὰ ἄνυδρα τῆς Συρίης κομίζειν πλήσαντας 
ὕδατος; 3.110.1: τὰ δεῖ ἀπαμυνομένους ἀπὸ τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν οὕτω δρέπειν τὴν κασίην; 7.2.1: ὡς 
δεῖ μιν ἀποδέξαντα βασιλέα κατὰ τὸν Περσέων νόμον οὕτω στρατεύεσθαι;  7.142.3:  ὡς ἀμφὶ 
Σαλαμῖνα δεῖ σφεας ἑσσωθῆναι ναυμαχίην παρασκευασαμένους.
103. 1.57.2: εἰ τούτοισι τεκμαιρόμενον δεῖ λέγειν, ἦσαν οἱ Πελασγοὶ βάρβαρον γλῶσσαν ἱέντες;
1.67.5:  τοὺς δεῖ…  Σπαρτιητέων τῷ κοινῷ διαπεμπομένους μὴ ἐλινύειν ἄλλους ἄλλῃ;  2.29.2:
ταύτῃ ὦν δεῖ τὸ πλοῖον διαδήσαντας ἀμφοτέρωθεν κατά περ βοῦν πορεύεσθαι;  7.51.2: ἢ γὰρ 
σφέας,  ἢν ἕπωνται,  δεῖ ἀδικωτάτους γίνεσθαι καταδουλουμένους τὴν μητρόπολιν,  ἢ 
δικαιοτάτους συνελευθεροῦντας. Also, see 5.62.1: δεῖ δὲ πρὸς τούτοισι ἔτι ἀναλαβεῖν τὸν κατ᾽ 
ἀρχὰς ἤια λέξων λόγον which  does  not  fit  the  construction  we  examine  here,  since  the
participle λέξων accompanies the verb ἤια; WELSER (2010), p. 21 [under his listing “(ii.) with ᾖα”
and with his n. 30]; cf. HORNBLOWER (2013), p. 181.
104. 1.199.3: ἐμβαλόντα δὲ δεῖ εἰπεῖν τοσόνδε·; 2.24.1: εἰ δὲ δεῖ μεμψάμενον γνώμας τὰς προκειμ
ένας αὐτὸν περὶ τῶν ἀφανέων γνώμην ἀποδέξασθαι.
105. 3.69.1: ὦ θύγατερ, δεῖ σε γεγονυῖαν εὖ κίνδυνον ἀναλαβέσθαι τὸν ἂν ὁ πατὴρ ὑποδύνειν 
κελεύῃ οὔτοι μιν σοί τε συγκοιμώμενον καὶ τὸ Περσέων κράτος ἔχοντα δεῖ… ἀπαλλάσσειν, 
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ἀλλὰ δοῦναι δίκην. For the descriptive participle χαίροντα, see GOODWIN (1965), p. 336, and 1563
under n. 7.
106. 3.69.1: οὔτοι… δεῖ χαίροντα ἀπαλλάσσειν.
107. 7.17.2: Ξέρξην δὲ τὰ δεῖ ἀνηκουστέοντα παθεῖν, αὐτῷ ἐκείνῳ δεδήλωται.
108. 1.11.3: ἀλλ᾽ ἤτοι κεῖνόν γε τὸν ταῦτα βουλεύσαντα δεῖ ἀπόλλυσθαι, ἢ σε τὸν ἐμὲ γυμνήν 
θεησάμενον καὶ ποιήσαντα οὐ νομιζόμενα.
109. GOODWIN (1889), p. 330–331, and 827 (a) notes that the phenomenon is generally observed
with plural participles (for example, Xen. Hell. 5.1.19; Cyr. 7.5 and 73), yet he also cites Soph. El.
697: Δύναιτ’ ἂν οὐδ’ ἂν ἰσχύων φυγεῖν and Pl. Lys. 212b: oὐκ ἔστι φιλοῦντα μὴ ἀντιφιλεῖσθαι.
110. See 1.130.1 (ἐπ᾽ ἔτεα τριήκοντα καὶ ἑκατὸν δυῶν δέοντα); 4.7.3 (ὑπὸ πτερῶν κεχυμένων·);
4.8.2 (τὸν δὲ Ὠκεανὸν λόγῳ μὲν λέγουσι ἀπὸ ἡλίου ἀνατολέων ἀρξάμενον γῆν περὶ πᾶσαν 
ῥέειν). 
111. As in Hdt. 4.85.1: Δαρεῖος…, ἱζόμενος δὲ ἐπὶ Ἱρῷ ἐθηεῖτο τὸν Πόντον.
112. Cf. PEELS (2016), p. 207–208 for the debated meaning of ὁσιος used by Herodotus at 1.199.4 (ἀ
ποσιωσαμένη) to denote that the women have fulfilled their debt to the goddess. 
ABSTRACTS
The article compares Herodotus’ representation of “sacred marriage” and “sacred prostitution”
with relevant passages in Xenophon, Diodorus, and Strabo. The representation of the “sacred
marriage” ritual in ancient near eastern sources points to a venerable custom used to induce
divine epiphanies but,  also,  to a powerful  political  tool  that later rulers used to establish or
enhance their legitimacy. Furthermore, Xenophon’s appreciation of the divine favor that eastern
rulers  mustered and the symbolism they used to  relate  it,  indicates  that  the Greeks  neither
ignored nor rejected such eastern norms. By taking into account the scholarly arguments that
doubt the widespread existence of “sacred prostitution” in antiquity and point to a misreading of
Herodotus by later Roman authors, who read his work through the “orientalism” of their day, we
argue that Herodotus does not exhibit inherent bias against the Babylonians when reporting the
famous custom requiring every Babylonian woman to prostitute herself once in her lifetime. A
closer reading of the text suggests that Herodotus was more interested in castigating religious
prejudice regardless of the ethnicity of its practitioners.
L’article  opère  une  comparaison  entre  la  représentation  du  « mariage  sacré »  et  de  la
« prostitution sacrée » telle que la livre Hérodote et les développements de Xénophon, Diodore et
Strabon qui peuvent lui être comparés. La représentation du rituel du « mariage sacré » dans les
sources proche-orientales renvoie à une coutume ancienne destinée à induire des épiphanies
divines, mais il s’agit également d’un puissant instrument politique que des dynastes plus récents
ont utilisé pour établir ou asseoir leur légitimité. De plus, l’appréciation, par Xénophon, de la
faveur divine que les souverains orientaux mobilisaient et du symbolisme auquel ils recouraient
laisse entendre que les Grecs n’ignoraient ni ne rejetaient de telles coutumes. En tenant compte
des  interprétations  qui  doutent  de  l’existence  effective  de  la  « prostitution  sacrée »  dans
l’antiquité et soulignent la mauvaise lecture du texte d’Hérodote par des auteurs romains plus
tardifs imbus de l’orientalisme de leur temps, l’article prétend qu’Hérodote ne critique pas les
Babyloniens en rapportant la fameuse exigence faite aux femmes de se prostituer une fois dans
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leur vie. Une lecture serrée du texte suggère qu’Hérodote était surtout soucieux de souligner les
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